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Cole: Mary and American Protestants

Mary and AIllerican Protestants
William Cole, S.M.

Hopeful Signs in the Current Dialogue Between
Protestants and Catholics in Mariology
Knowing the reasons for the profound differences between Catholics and Protestants
in regard to the role of Mary in the history of salvation, one might very well conclude
that it is impossible to resolve these differences without destroying either Protestantism
or Catholicism. This opinion is certainly justified because the divergences really amount
to a radical difference in the conception of the relationship of a creature towards God.
Even though, humanly speaking, we find it difficult to envision a resolution of the
differences which separate Christians along the lines of Marian doctrine, yet the truth and
charity which are of the essence of ecumenism lead us to point out hopeful signs on the
horizon.

A. - General Signs
It is undoubtedly true that there is on the part of Catholics a more sympathetic
understanding of Protestant attitudes and not just anti-Protestantism, and vice versa on
the part of Protestants. One of the surest indications of this change of heart is a more
accurate and less subjective study of the works of the reformers, both by Catholics and
their separated brethren. Both groups are seeing that there was a devotion to Mary among
the great reformers, and Protestants are becoming more aware that the place accorded to
the Mother of God in modern Protestant theology does not do justice to the original
conception of the Founders of Protestantism. There has also been a renewal of interest in
the study of the Fathers and their doctrine on Mary as the New Eve. The newest reforms
in the liturgy have resulted in a greater closeness among Protestants and Catholics, and
certain authors foresee that the liturgy itself might be a place where Protestants and
Catholics may increasingly encounter Christ and His Mother. On local and national levels
(and now on the international level with the Vatican's permission to have a joint
Note: The essay is an extract from the concluding section of Fr. Cole's monograph,

Scripture and the Current Understanding of Mary Among American Protestants,
published in full as Vol. VI of Maria in Sacra Scriptura: Acta Congressus
Mariologici-Mariani in Republica Dominicana, Anno 1965 Celebrati, under the title,
"De Beata Virgine Maria et Hodierno Motu Oecumenico." Rome: Pontificia
Academia Mariana Internationalis, 1967.
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committee for ecumenical discussion with the world Council of Churches) there have
been encounters, in which Mary has been the subject of animated and extended
discussion. All of this augurs well for the future.

B. - Particular Signs
1. - Common Biblical Approach

The greatest advances, however, have come in the past (and will come in the future)
from a joint consideration of the Bible. Certainly no one can deny that there is need for
further discussion of the relationship of authority of the Word in Scripture to the
authority of the Church, a theme which has been brilliantly expounded by the former
Lutheran minister, Father Louis Bouyer. But beyond the consideration of this
fundamental question there has to be the biblical approach in Mariology which Catholic
and Protestant theologians and exegetes have been calling for during recent years. The
most hopeful sign on the horizon is, perhaps, the one mentioned by Robert McAfee
Brown and the late Father Gustave Weigel in their American Dialogue. They observed
that Catholic theology "which very often has had a predominantly scholastic orientation
has become increasingly dominated by a biblical orientation, while Protestant biblical
studies, which at one time had been predominantly linguistic or historical, have become
increasingly dominated by a theological orien tation."
Even though experienced and fair-minded ecumenists among Protestants and Catholics
are in agreement in seeing no easy solutions to their Mariological difficulties, yet they are
at one in advocating a common consideration of the biblical data on Mary. There seems
to be a common spirit of rejoicing at the results which have been already attained by the
biblical renewal. Walking down the biblical road, as a Protestant theologian points out,
Protestants will learn something of why Mary is so important to their Catholic brethern
and Catholics will see the difficulties of their brothers in a new light as they recover " a
new sense of mission" through the biblical renewal. Even 'in official reports of ecumenical
meetings of the World Council of Churches, we are told that through cooperation in the
study of the Bible something important is happening between Christian Churches and
that there should be an appreciation of the recent growth of conversations especially
those emerging out of biblical study between theologians of the Roman Catholic Church
and those of other communions.
Protestants and Catholics share a common conviction that there are absolutely no
limits that can be placed on what the Holy Spirit can do when men really expose
themselves to the Word of God. They look for a renewal in the history of the Church,
which will grow out of a rediscovery of the Bible and its meaning for our ecumenical era.
There seems to be a common growth developing because of the greater biblical
perspective, in which Mary is being discussed by Catholic scholars. Speaking in biblical
terms, Catholic scholars and exegetes are Hnding it possible really to communicate with
their I.!rotestant brethren. There have been many outstanding examples of this in recent
years. The greater awareness among modern Scripture scholars of the unity of God's plan
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throughout all salvation history has enabled those men to push their studies to lengths
undreamed of years ago ; so, for example, the idea of the Virgin Mary as the daughter of
Sion, the new Israel, the one who is at the summit of the Old Testament preparation for
the Messias is exploited to the full by theologians and exegetes like L. Soubigou, N. Grass,
Father Eugene Maly, Archbishop Pocock, Otto Semmelroth, A. Feuillet, Msgr. G. Philips,
H. Cazelles, E. Schillebeeckx, etc.
Another theme exploited by Father Ahern and others is that of Mary as the Queen
Mother and the highest representative and fulfillment of the special class of God's chosen
ones - the poor of Israel - the anawim. Probably one of the greatest contributions to the
scriptural approach to the study of Our Lady has been made by Father Laurentin in his
scholarly work on the first two chapters of St. Luke.
That this common discussion of Mary in a biblical context conforms to the cherished
wishes of Catholics and Protestants is confirmed by the statement of K. E. Skydsgaard
who spoke on behalf of the observer delegates and guests of Vatican Council II at an
audience with Pope Paul VI on October 17, 1963:
"I am thinking of the role of a biblical theology which concentrates on the history of
salvation in the Old as well as in the New Testament. The more we progress in
understanding the hidden and paradoxical history of the people of God the more we shall
begin truly to understand the Church of Jesus Christ in its mystery, in its historical
existence, and in its unity."
A year later, Pope Paul showed that this proposal had impressed him:
"We shall cherish the memory of the proposal that you made to us last year on an
occasion similar to this: that of founding an institute of studies on the history of
salvation to be carried out in a common collaboration."
And shortly thereafter we learned of the Vatican's approval of a joint committee with
the World Council of Churches in order to study just such questions. The importance for
Mariology certainly cannot be overestimated.
2. - Consideration of the Mediation of Mary

A very special source of hope is a new willingness to discuss the possibility of some
kind of mediation in regard to Our Lady. Perhaps it is due in large part to Max Thurian,
who already fourteen years ago in an official report on Mariology to the Commission on
Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches stated categorically that "the denial of
any mediation beside that of Christ, even of a mediation through and in Him, leads to a
denial of the very mediation of Christ." Under his leadership a growing number of
Protestants both here and abroad have been willing to discuss the problem. It is
interesting to note that some of the greatest theologians and Mariologists of the present
time have devoted their talents to an attempt to present Mary's mediation in such a
framework that it is not seen in opposition to Christ's. It seems to us that more than any
other theologian, Father Laurentin has succeeded in presenting a doctrine which would
be acceptable to our Protestant brothers. For example, Hans Asmussen, the great German
Lutheran theologian, uses terms similar to Laurentin's. He admits that Mary in a sense is
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mediatrix, but insists upon the fact that he uses this term in a different sense than that
which he attributes to Catholic theology. He speaks about "a mediation in Christ,
excluding all mediation alongside the unique mediator. Such mediation in Christ shows,
quite simply, that the work of redemption has not remained without fruit."
In an analysis which in no way contradicts the thought of Asmussen, Father Laurentin
points out that Mary is really not an intermediary placed between Christ and ourselves,
who simply sees to it that our requests go to her Son and who sends back His graces. He
also rejects the idea of certain theologians who would have Mary intercede for us in the
order of ascending mediation, but would have Christ act alone in descending mediation,
that is, in giving His gifts and grace to us. He goes on to explain that neither of these two
representations is exact:
"Mary is not so much placed between Christ and ourselves as she is in Christ, in a
perfect and reciprocal interiority, receiving the utmost fullness of his grace and his glory,
communing from within in all he is and all that he does, participating in his entire work,
present to the entire Mystical Body by an active intercessory presence, but in Christ."
In their treatment of the idea of mediation, Protestants have come a long way since
the first hesitant references to the idea of mediation involved in the meaning of the term
"communion of saints" as including all who are in Christ, and who live together in one
fellowship through the Holy Spirit, and who presumably can react upon one another.
Perhaps we could summarize the gains that have been made by saying that just about the
contrary position to that of Karl Barth is now held by many Anglicans and, perhaps, by
Max Thurian. So too mediation in a Catholic sense as exposed by men like Rene'
Laurentin, Father Thomas Sartory, and the famous German theologian Karl Rahner is far
different from the expositions of theologians of even a quarter of a century ago. By God's
grace there seems to be a meeting of minds slowly emerging. Perhaps this citation from
Karl Rahner is indicative of the change:
"It can only be a question of how deeply and radically important one individual is for
another, in what way and to what degree he is mediator for his brother. of course, there
are differences of kind and degree in the matter, for God assigns his grace to each as he
wills, including the gift and grace of being a blessing and salvation of others. So if we now
ask what importance as mediatrix the Blessed Virgin must have now that she lives in
heaven adoring the eternal love of the triune God, her life and her heart now perfectly
fulHlled, we must reply that it is impossible to determine or envisage the office of
mediatrix that belongs to her, except being of the same order as her importance in the
divine plan for the history of the earth and mankind and redemption. For, even for her,
eternity is the outcome of life here on earth before death. The importance she had in the
earthly history of redemption has become valid and irrevocable precisely because she has
entered by death into her ultimate eternal glory and perfection.
"Now none has had a more profound, more comprehensive function or more decisive
for the whole divine plan than the Blessed Virgin Mother of Our Lord Jesus Christ, in the
earthly history of redemption, in which there figure not only the redeemer but also the
redeemed, not only the Son of God, but also human beings as God's coadjutors,
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associates, for she received salvation for us by God's grace, but with true freedom for us
and for our eternal welfare. And what once happened on our behalf through her in that
unsurpassable unique way must in a true sense have become eternal."
3. - The constitution on the Church and the Chapter on the Blessed Virgin Mary
The fact that the Catholic doctrine on Mary was included in the Constitution on
the church was a matter of great joy among Catholic and Protestant ecumenists.
That the Council stated in explicit terms Mary's subordination to Christ and put the
doctrine in a biblical context is of the utmost importance for interfaith relations. The
Constitution on the Church is a magnificient document explaining the Church as an
organism rather than as an organization; as such it was received with almost universal
enthusiasm.
Pope Paul VI in a 1965 address summed up the role of Chapter 8 of the Constitution
when he said that it would help to promote "that Christocentric and Church-centered
direction which the Ecumenical Council intends to give our doctrine and devotion to Our
Lady." We might add that the doctrine of collegiality so forcefully presented in the
Constitution insists upon the fact that the Pope is the head of the college of Bishops and
that authority is shared in the Church; this doctrine should have its importance in the
future of Mariological discussions.

4. - The Schema on Revelation
The schema on revelation which has received the approval of the Council will go a long
way towards the implementation of the discussion of Mary's place in a biblical context.
Tradition and Scripture have not been separated as two sources of revelation in the
schema. While the question of whether there is one source or not has not been
defmitively decided, yet it would seem that the whole tenor of the document, which has
been accepted, points in the direction of a one-source theory, for Tradition is now
presented as really embracing the entire life of the Church. God is seen as always speaking
to everyone in the Church through the truth of his revelation and through the
illumination of his Holy Spirit and, in its turn, the Church is always responding with an
unfailing faith. Tradition, therefore, is not merely a tenacious memory of the past, but an
ever-present living reality; for the word of God never changes, and the voice of His son
responding throughout the Church, His mystical Body is "always the same, yesterday,
today, and forever" (Heb. 13, 8). It is evident that this concept of Tradition shifts the
emphasis from a system which tends to speak of the deposit of faith as a series of separate
truths and turns one's mind to a new awareness of God, of a revealing God whose
self-manifestation unites the various truths of the faith. Man's belief in the various truths
of God's revelation will now be seen in terms of a "you and I" dialogue between a loving
Father who speaks and a loving son who listens and responds.
The importance of this idea for a vital contact between Protestants and Catholics on
biblical grounds cannot be overestimated. It can safely be predicted that this emphasis of
the schema will not fail to make a deep impression on the non-Catholic mind. The whole
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background of Protestantism has certainly conditioned non-Catholics of our day to think
of religion as something eminently vital. God speaking and man replying - this alone is
true religion for most non-Catholics. Thus the schema should dissolve a wall of
separation. As Father Barnabas Ahern says, "Reading it, the non-Catholic will discover in
the Church the very values which have formed for him the heart of true religion."
There has been a tremendous amount of writing lately on the relation of Scripture and
Tradition, both among Catholics and Protestants, and there can be no doubt that the
Church's schema on revelation is potentially productive of the greatest good along
Mariological lines, for it will help in no small way in the ultimate solution of the
Mariological question, which is to be found in Catholics' and Protestants' looking
together at Mary in Scripture. While it is true, as Rene Laurentin points out, that the task
for Catholics is to "rediscover the Virgin in the Bible, while Protestants have to discover
her by the Bible," still the schema should have the effect over a period of time of
enabling Catholics and their brothers in Christ to read the Bible together.
5. - Positive Discussion
A growing number of Protestant theologians are seeing the necessity of, and are calling
for, positive discussion of the Mother of Our Lord. The statement of the Lutheran
Jaroslav Pelikan as quoted in a recent issue of Time is typical:
"Any criticism of Roman doctrine concerning Marian idolatry must be accompanied
by a positive discussion of the Mother of Our Lord from a biblical and evangelical
perspective. Mary cannot be ignored because she is the warrant for the Christian
declaration that Our Lord was a true man, flesh of our flesh, and bone of our bone."
Other Protestants, like Professor Piepkorn, agree with Dr. Pelikan and see the need of
an evangelical Mariology not only as "the best defense against both the extravagances of
vulgar Roman Catholic piety and the Christological corruptions of Protestantism, but also
as an indispensable prerequisite for an ecumenical witness in this area."
It is undeniably true, as Professor Pelikan pointed out recently, that the fundamental
assumption with which Protestant theology must come to grips is that neither the
doctrine of the Church nor the doctrine of Christ can be fully articulated without some
doctrine of Mary, since in a dogmatic development of the early Church it is evident that
much of the debate over the person of Our Lord was Mariological in its focus. In
conclusion, then, we must say that even though long and difficult discussions lie ahead of
us, yet there are many reasons for hope in the ecumenical dialogue concerning God's
mother.

CONCLUSION

If one thing has become clear throughout this paper, it certainly is that no longer is
Mariology regarded by Protestants simply as the domestic concern of Catholics. "Catholic
teaching on our Lady is of ecumenical concern with a real bearing on relations with other
Churches." While the greater knowledge of Protestant scholars and exegetes of Catholic
Mariology may at first accentuate the difference between Protestantism and Catholicism,

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol5/iss1/8
64

6

Cole: Mary and American Protestants
yet in God's own providence may it not be that a more intense penetration of the Word
of God, and thus of God's plan for our Lady in salvation history, may have the result of
bringing us together? Contrary to what one might humanly expect, all the Popes of the
most recent past, have seen Mary as the Mother of Unity, a source of unity, who would
aid the Church in fmally bringing men together in her Divine Son. Though the Dominican
Father Caillou in a recent meeting of the French Mariological Society held in 1964 could
warn us against misinterpreting the signs of the times, though the French Mariologist
Father Laurentin could caution us against a false optimism and a minimization of the
work that lies ahead in meeting our Protestant brethren on scriptural grounds, and even
though CulImann and other Protestants frankly see an understanding in the Mariological
area as humanly impossible because of the differing concepts of the Church, yet we do
not think that our confidence is unfounded. In the light of our Christian faith, we must
embrace the conclusion that just as Mary brought Christ to the world and by her consent
to the redemptive incarnation united God and man in Jesus Christ in her womb, and was
always most intimately united with Him in His life and in the accomplishment of man's
salvation, so too now as the Mother of men redeemed by Christ, she has the role of
bringing into unity all her children, brothers of her divine Son. We can only agree with
the optimism expressed by Father Charles Bali/
"If the Mariological Marian movement and the Ecumenical movement move together
and side by side with the other movements within the Church, and if earnest prayer is
added to the efforts of all, the day may soon come when the whole community of
Christians, through the intercession of the Mother who constantly fosters the unity of
Church, will be united in love of both Mary and her divine Son and brought together in
one fold under the same Shepherd."
Evidently the present Holy Father is in agreement with this opinion. Although he
recognizes that a tragic separation now keeps Protestants and Catholics apart, yet he sees
in our contemplation of Mary, especially in Scriptures, a source of unity.
"May the study and piety of Catholics concerning the Mother of God have, in addition
to other effects, the merit of gathering around Mary, Mother of Unity, not only Catholics
already in many ways fllially close to her, but, God willing, also Christians still separated
from us, for whom, if they are not already enjoying it, a great joy is in preparation for the
day of their integration into the sole Church founded and willed by God. This is the joy
of rediscovering Mary, humble and most high in the place assigned her by God in the
design for our salvation."
Something of this joy is already found by Christians who, though separated, can still
pray together, if not yet to Mary (or better with Mary to her Son), yet with a recognition
of her place in God's plan. Roger Schutz, the Prior of the Calvinist religious community
at Taizt, France, frequently asks his Catholic visitors to join him in this prayer, whose
spirit embodies everything we have said in this paper and, therefore, is a fitting
conclusion :
"0 Christ, Thou who didst not disdain to be born of the Virgin Mary, grant us also a
spirit ready to obey. With her, the first of the great cloud of witnesses, we would like to
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learn how to say to Thee: be it done unto me according to Thy will.
Holy and Merciful Father, Thou hast revealed to the Blessed Virgin Mary that, by the
coming of Thy Son, the mighty would be brought low and the humble exalted. We pray
to Thee for the humiliated who with her cry unto Thee. Turn thine eyes on the
disinherited of this world.
o God, Thou hast willed to make of the Virgin Mary the symbol (la figure) of the
Church. She received Christ and she gave Him to the world. Send upon us Thy Holy Spirit
so that we may be soon visibly united in one body, and that we may radiate Christ among
those who cannot believe. Gather us together again into visible unity so that, with the
Virgin Mary and all the Saints witnesses to Christ, we may exult in Thee our Saviour now
and always and forever and ever. Amen."
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